The challenge of upper airway obstruction in pediatric intensive care.
Over a 5-year period, 75 patients were admitted to a pediatric intensive care unit because of acute upper airway obstruction (AUAO). Congenital abnormalities were demonstrated in 25 children; 9 of them died secondary to severe combined malformations or major central nervous system dysfunction. Acquired AUAOs were seen in 50 patients; 1 died in brain death secondary to anoxia. Obstructions were observed at all levels of the airways from the nose to the carina. In 28% of the patients, AUAO had remained undiagnosed until admission for complications such as acute respiratory failure, cardiac arrest, coma, seizures. With early diagnosis and prompt release of the obstruction the prognosis is good unless severe congenital abnormalities or major central nervous system damage are associated.